Managed care plans' requirements for screening for alcohol, drug, and mental health problems in primary care.
To determine managed care organizations' (MCOs) requirements for screening for alcohol, drug, or mental health problems in primary care settings. A telephone survey was used to gather information on the 3 largest commercial products offered by MCOs. Products included health maintenance organizations, preferred provider organizations, and point-of-service plans. Managed care organizations were asked whether their products required screening for alcohol, drug, or mental health problems in primary care settings. Chi-square tests were performed to ascertain whether screening requirements, the distribution of practice guidelines, and the topics addressed in those guidelines varied by product type and contracting with specialty behavioral health vendors. The data were weighted to produce national estimates. Only 14.9% of the products surveyed required any alcohol, drug, or mental health screening by primary care practitioners. Slightly more than half of all the products surveyed distributed practice guidelines that addressed mental illness, and about one third distributed substance abuse practice guidelines. Although the feasibility, utility, and effectiveness of screening are increasingly recognized, few MCOs currently require alcohol, drug, or mental health screening by primary care physicians in any of their product types.